Reading and spelling performance was analysed for a sample of 45 children with unilateral brain damage. Boys showed impairments only when the lesion was on the left, while girls showed no significant impairments when either hemisphere was affected. The results support the hypothesis that specialised substrates, which underlie literacy acquisition, have limited plasticity and may be more strongly lateralised to the left hemisphere in males than in females.
Methods
Data on reading and spelling were available on 53 children, 32 with left-hemisphere lesions (18 male, 14 female) and 21 with right-hemisphere lesions (13 male, 8 female). The patients, who were selected according to criteria described previously [10, 11] , all had a measurable degree of hemiparesis, and the side of lesion was verified by CT scans. In 38 cases, the unilateral weakness became manifest during the first 6-9 months of life in the absence of an acute episode, and so the pathology was assumed to have occurred prenatally; in the remaining 15 cases the hemiplegia occurred after a well-defined neurological episode (e.g. cerebro-vascular accident, arteriovenous malformation and haemorrhage, low grade tumour, or trauma), with age at post-natal injury ranging from 2 months to 13.8 years. None of the patients suffered from an uncontrolled seizure disorder at the time they were investigated. About half the sample was French speaking, half English speaking. The age at testing ranged from 6 to 19
Introduction
Using existing data from a large scale neuropsychological study which was carried out during the 1980s in a children's hospital in Montreal [10,11], we tested the hypothesis that early brain damage in the left hemisphere may be more detrimental than right-hemisphere damage to the acquisition of alphabetic literacy. We expected this to be true for both sexes. However, there are some findings that are consistent with the hypothesis of stronger lateralisation of phonology in males than in females [2, 5, 6, 8] . To the extent that early phonological skills predict later reading success [1, 4, 7, 9, 12] , a consequence would be a disruption of the smooth acquisition of literacy specifically in boys.
